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Francisco Flores (1999-2004), a 1990s-era political prodigy who earned his first Cabinet position in
El Salvador while still in his 20s and won the presidency at just 39, is now fighting for his freedom
following a landmark ruling ordering him to stand trial on multiple corruption charges.
The show-stopping decision, handed down Dec. 3 by Judge Miguel Ángel García Argüello, set
the stage for further proceedings against the embattled politician and revoked the house arrest
privileges he had enjoyed since November 2014. Citing the gravity of the charges against Flores and
calling him a flight risk, the judge ordered that the ex-president instead be kept in a Policía Nacional
Civil (PNC) cellblock pending trial.
The ruling upheld charges filed a year and a half earlier by the Fiscalía General de la República
(FGR), the Salvadoran attorney general’s office, which accuses Flores, 56, of embezzlement and
illicit enrichment involving more than US$10 million donated during his presidency by Taiwan,
presumably to aid victims of a pair of earthquakes in early 2001 (NotiCen, May 15, 2014). The
Taiwanese Embassy in San Salvador delivered the money in the form of checks written out
personally to Flores.
Flores was the third in a succession of four presidents from the hard-right Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA), which led El Salvador between 1989 and 2009. El Salvador’s current
president is Salvador Sánchez Cerén of the left wing Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación
Nacional (FMLN).
Flores also faces charges for failing to appear, in late January 2014, before a legislative committee
investigating the donation scandal. Additionally, Judge García Argüello wants the former president
to be tried for money laundering, a charge the FGR chose not to pursue but one that civil society
plaintiffs also involved in the case pressed hard for. “It’s been shown preliminarily that the
defendant’s actions involved diverting donations provided by Taiwan to hide the origin and
destination of funds that were supposed to be used for social ends,” the judge said.
Much of that money is thought to have gone into a Costa Rican bank account opened shortly
beforehand by a group called the Centro de Estudios Políticos Dr. José Antonio Rodríguez Porth
(CEP), an ARENA front organization that later transferred the funds back to El Salvador into
an account held by the then-ruling party’s Consejo Ejecutivo Nacional (COENA). Prosecutors
believe the money was then used to cover ARENA’s 2003/2004 election expenses. The party’s
presidential candidate, Antonio Saca, went on to win the election handily against FMLN candidate
Schafik Handal (NotiCen, March 25, 2004). Saca, a close ally of then US President George W. Bush
(2000-2008), governed from 2004 until 2009.
The FGR and the plaintiffs in the case—the Iniciativa Social para la Democracia (ISD) and the
Fundación de Estudio para la Aplicación del Derecho (FESPAD) – suspect Flores may also have
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pocketed some of the donation money. They presented their arguments before García Argüello
in preliminary hearings held Nov. 5-6. In his ruling a month later, the judge decided to proceed
with the illicit enrichment charge based on approximately US$330,000 that Flores never declared to
authorities.

‘Trial of the century’
Flores will next go to a Tribunal de Sentencia (sentencing court), perhaps in the early part of 2016.
If convicted, he faces the possibility of more than 20 years in prison, a punishment that would
be without precedent in the history of El Salvador, where the powerful and well-connected have
historically enjoyed impunity, not only regarding corruption, but also political violence (NotiCen,
April 11, 2013), which was rampant during the country’s bloody civil war (1980-1992).
“We think it could help break the chain of impunity that has existed all these years,” Oscar Campos
of the ISD explained in a September interview with the pro-government Diario Co Latino. “This is
the first corruption case since the peace accords were signed [in 1992] in which a top-tier official is
being tried, in this case a president of the republic.”
The “trial of the century,” as some have dubbed the upcoming Flores proceedings, could also spell
trouble for ARENA by focusing attention on other party officials who may have been complicit in
the alleged scheme to fill campaign coffers with money intended for natural disaster relief. The
deeply conservative party has been the country’s leading opposition force since 2009, when FMLNbacked candidate Mauricio Funes, a political moderate, won the presidency (NotiCen, March 19,
2009). President Funes (2009-2014) was succeeded last year by his vice president, Sánchez Cerén, a
former guerrilla commander (NotiCen, June 19, 2014).
“Ex-President Francisco Flores isn’t the only one involved here,” Ramón Villalta, another member
of the ISD’s plaintiff group, told Diario Co Latino earlier this month. “There is a long list of names
of people linked directly with ARENA, people tied to the country’s circle of economic power … and
so there should be an investigation into the degree of participation and the degree of responsibility
each one has.”

Ulterior motives?
ARENA officials, for their part, have been openly critical of Judge García Argüello, saying his
decision was biased and meant to garner favor with the Sánchez Cerén administration and its
legislative allies. García Argüello, they point out, is a candidate to replace current Attorney
General Luis Martínez, whose term expired Dec. 3, the same day the Flores ruling came down.
ARENA Deputy Milena Calderón told reporters Dec. 5, two days after the ruling, that she won’t
support García Argüello’s bid for attorney general. “I think he was partial in his actions, that’s why
personally I’m ruling him out,” she said.
Martínez, himself the target of corruption allegations, is hoping to be reelected to the powerful post,
much to the chagrin of a group of US lawmakers, all of them Democrats, who sent a letter late last
month to the president of the Salvadoran Asamblea Legislativa, Lorena Peña (FMLN), urging the
unicameral Congress to elected “a new attorney general.”
The opposition force also blames President Sánchez Cerén and his predecessor, Funes, for Flores’
current predicament, saying it amounts to a “political persecution.” El Diario de Hoycolumnist Paolo
Lüers, an FLMN sympathizer during the war, agrees. In a Nov. 11 piece, Lüers wrote that while he
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was never a big fan of President Flores, he laments the “external pressures” being brought to bear
on the case against him. “It’s obvious … that this is about political vengeance,” Lüers added.
ARENA, interestingly enough, embarked on its own anti-corruption crusade in recent months,
calling for implementation in El Salvador of a foreign-backed judicial instrument akin to
Guatemala’s Comisión Internacional contra la Impunidad en Guatemala (CICIG), a UN-supported
investigative body that played a key role this past year in the ousting of President Otto Pérez
Molina (NotiCen, Sept. 3, 2015). The FMLN opposes the idea as a challenge to national sovereignty
(NotiCen, Aug. 13, 2015, and Oct. 15, 2015).

Troubled by thrombosis
All of the “persecution” and “vengeance” talk notwithstanding, there seems to be more at stake
here, given the gravity of the graft allegations against Flores, than just political opportunism by the
left. And yet politics have played a major role in the affair from the outset.
The first to go public with the allegations, it’s worth recalling, was then-President Funes, who
revealed the existence of sensitive US Treasury Department documents purportedly linking Flores
to the missing millions. Funes, a former journalist, made the “scoop” in October 2013, four months
before highly contested legislative and presidential elections (NotiCen, Jan. 16, 2014). At the time,
Flores served as the top campaign manager for ARENA’s presidential candidate, Norman Quijano
(the then mayor of San Salvador), who was running neck-and-neck with Sánchez Cerén. The
allegations cost Flores his campaign post and may have cost ARENA the election: Quijano lost to
Sánchez Cerén in a March 2014 runoff by fewer than 6,400 votes (NotiCen, March 20, 2014).
Two months earlier, in early January 2014, Flores was summoned to appear before a legislative panel
set up to investigate the Taiwanese donation affair. Lawmakers grilled him a second time later in the
month, and ordered him to make a third appearance on Jan. 30. Flores was a no-show and promptly
disappeared from public sight. In May of that year, he officially became a fugitive from justice when
the FGR filed a formal charges and a Salvadoran judge issued a warrant for his arrest.
After several months on the lam, Flores decided, in September 2014, to turn himself in (NotiCen,
Oct. 16, 2014). He was briefly jailed but, due to reported problems with thrombosis, a blood
circulation disorder, was given permission to serve house arrest. His attorney, Edgar Morales Joya,
worries that the condition will worsen now that Flores has been ordered back to jail. “[His health] is
going to fail – definitively,” he told Judge García Argüello. “Being stuck in a tiny cell will affect him.”

-- End --
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